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SUBJECT: THE BELGIAN ELECTONS- A VICTORY FOR CAUTION, CONSENSUS 
AND CHARISMA 

SUMMARY: APRIL 17 LEGISLATIVE ELECTIONS IN BELGIUM CONFIRM 
MILD RIGHWARD DRIFT IN EUROPE NORTH OF THE ALPS. MORE 
SIGNIFICANT IS THE FAILURE OF THE LEFT TO ATTRACT SUPPORT 
FOR RADICAL SOLUTIONS TO SERIOUS SOCIAL/ECONOMIC PROBLEMS 
AND THE SUCCESS OF THE BORAD-BASED CENTRIST PROMISE OF 
CONSENSUS, NOT CONFRONTATION. 
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FOREIGN POLICY PLAYED NO ROLE IN THIS ELECTION. 

BELIGANS - LIKE PROBABLY MOST WESTERN EUROPEANS - FEEL 
THEY CAN LITTLE AFFECT WORLD AFFAIRS AND PREFER TO LET 
THOSE WHO CAN WORRY ABOUT THEM. 

ONE OF THE MOST SIGNIFICANT ELECTIONS IN POSTWAR 
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BELGIUM CONFIRMS THE NATION'S COMMITMENT TO A NEW 
FEDERAL STRUCTURE OF THREE REGIONS. MUCH HORSE-TRADING 
AND CONSTITUTION-AMENDING REMAINS TO BE DONE, BUT THE 
BASIC ARGUMENT IS OVER. END SUMMARY. 

1 . ON APRIL 17 SIX MILLION BELGIANS CHOSE A NEW 
PARLIAMENT IN A SNAP ELECTION UNPLANNED AND LARGELY 
UNWANTED. THE ELECTORAL CAMPAIGN WAS EXCRUCIATINGLY 
DULL. THE RESULTS VIRTUALLY INSURED THAT BELGIUM WILL 
BE LED BY THE SAME PRIME MINISTER AS BEFORE HEADING A 
GOVERNMENT DOMINATED BY THE SAME PARTY AS BEFORE. GIVEN 
ALL THIS. ANALYSIS OF THE APRIL 17 VOTING MAKES CLEAR 
THAT THIS WAS ONE OF THE MORE SIGNIFICANT ELECTIONS IN 
POSTWAR BELGIUM. VIEWED ON A WIDER CANVAS, THE ATTITUDES 
MANIFESTED IN THE BELGIAN LEGISLATIVE ELECTIONS PROVIDE 

A USEFUL INDICATOR OF THE POLITICAL MOOD PREVAILING IN 
WESTERN EUROPE IN SPRING, 1977. 

2. TO THE EXTENT THAT BELGIANS REFLECT THE JUDGMENTS 
OF THE INHABITANTS OF NON-COMMUNIST EUROPE (AND THEY 
ARE MORE REPRESENTATIVE THAN MOST), TODAY'S WESTERN 
EUROPEAN IS, AS A POLITICAL BEING. A SEEKER AFTER 
CONSENSUS RATHER THAN CONFRONTATION, ONE WHO HEARKENS 
TO LEADERS RATHER THAN TO IDEAS, WHO PREFERS THE 
PREDICTABLE KNOWN TO SPECULATIVE INNOVATION. ALTHOUGH 
BELGIUM IS ACKNOWLEDGED TO HAVE LOTS OF PROBLEMS DEMANDING 
URGENT ATTENTION, BELGIAN VOTERS SHOWED THEMSELVES ON 
ELECTION DAY TO BE UNINSPIRED AND UNINSPIRING. THEY 

BOUGHT NO MAGIC NOSTRUMS. THEY CAST THEIR VOTES FOR 
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LEADERS WHO GAVE PROMISE OF PULLING THINGS TOGETHER AND 
FINDING HARMONIOUS SOLUTIONS TO SHARED PROBLEMS. THE 
ONLY CLEAR MANDATE GIVEN - AND A SIGNIFICANT ONE - WAS 
TO PRIME MINISTER LEO TINDEMANS, A REASSURING, SOFT-SET .1. 
CENTRIST POLTICIAN WHOSE PARTICULAR GENIUS HAS BEEN 
TO CONCENTRATE, WITH SUCCESS, ON GETTING THROUGH TOMORROW. 

3. THE APRIL 17 RESULTS CONTINUED AND CONFIRMED THE 
RECENT MODERATE RIGHTWARD DRIFT IN WESTERN EUROPE NORTH 
OF THE ALPS. MORE MEANINGFUL WAS A STRENGTHENING OF 

THE DEMOCRATIC MAJORITY IN THE POLITICAL MIDDLE AGAINST 
EXTREMISTS ON EITHER SIDE. THE BIG LOSERS IN BELGIUM 
WERE THE MILITANT LEFT IN WALLONIA AND THE LIBERAL 
(I. E„ CONSERVATIVE) PARTY IN FLANDERS, WHICH MADE 
THE MISTAKE OF ASSUMING A COMBATIVE ANTI-LABOR STANCE. 

4. THE SOCIALIST PARTY, THE TRADITIONAL HOME OF 
BELGIUM'S DEMOCRATIC LEFT, HELD ONTO ITS ONE-UQARTER 
OF THE ELECTORATE. BUT THIS RELATIVE SUCCESS DID NOT 
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OBSCURE THE GROSS FAILURE OF PSB'S RADICAL WING TO 
RALLY WORKING-CLASS BELGIUM TO THE STANDARD OF 
IDEOLOGICAL STRUGGLE AND A CRUSADE FOR FUNDAMENTAL 
RE-STRUCTURING OF THE COUNTRY'S SOCIAL/ECONOMIC ORDER. 

THE LITTLE BELGIAN COMMUNIST PARTY, TRYING UNCONVINCINGLY 
TO IMITATE MARCHAIS AND CO., MADE ITS WORST SHOWING IN 
TWENTY YEARS. THE REGIONAL PARTY, REASSEMBLEMENT WALLON, 
LOOKING FOR SALVATION IN LEFTIST RADICALISM, NEARLY 
DESTROYED ITSELF. 
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5. THE MOST IMPRESSIVE PERFORMANCE WAS THAT OF TINDEMANS' 
CHRISTIAN PARTY, WHICH SPREADS ITS ARMS AS WIDE AS 
ROOSEVELT'S NEW DEAL. THE CVP/PSC BOOSTED ITS SHARE 
OF THE POPULAR VOTE FROM 32 PERCENT IN 1974 TO 36 PERCENT. 
THIRTY-EIGHT OF THE PARTY'S 80 DEPUTIES IN THE NEW 
PARLIAMENT REPRESENT ORGANIZED LABOR. FORTY-TWO COME 
OUT OF THE FARMERS' ORGANIZATION AND THE MIDDLE CLASS 
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MOVEMENT OR ARE INDEPENDENTS. THE CHRISTIAN PARTY THUS 
CONSTITUTES AN ALMOST EXACT CROSS-SECTION OF BELGIAN 
SOCIETY, MINUM EXTREMISTS AT EITHER END. WELL MANAGED 
BY MODERN PROFESSIONALS LIKE CVP PRESIDENT WILFRIED MARTENS, 
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IT IS ASSURED OF A PIVOTAL ROLE IN BELGIAN POLITICS FOR 
LONG TO COME. 

6. THE HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE 1977 ELECTION 
IS THAT FINIS SEEMS SURELY TO HAVE BEEN WRITTEN TO 
BELGIUM’S LONG AND AGONIZING EFFORT TO COME TO TERMS 
POLITICALLY WITH THE FACT OF THE COUNTRY'S DIVISION 
INTO TWO CULTURAL/LINGUISTIC COMMUNITIES. THE 
CONSTITUTION HAS NOT BEEN RE-WRITTEN. SOME BITTER 
SKIRMISHES REMAIN TO BE FOUGHT OVER THE EXACT NATURE 
OF THE FEDERATED STATE NOW BEING BORN. BUT THE APRIL 
ELECTION SHOWED, IN THE FOLLOWING WAYS, THAT THE BASIC 
ARGUMENT IS OVER: 

A. BELGIANS, BY CASTING THEIR VOTES IN A REGIONAL, 

NOT AN IDEOLOGICAL MODE, SHOWED THAT THE COUNTRY ALREADY 
IS DIVIDED INTO THREE DISTINCT REGIONS, EACH NOW WITH A 
DIFFERENT POLITICAL PROFILE. 

B. BY SOLIDLY CONFIRMING THEIR FRANCOPHONE 
DEMOCRATIC FRONT AS THE DOMINANT PARTY IN BRUSELS, 

THE CAPITAL'S FRENCH-SPEAKING CITIZENS (AN OVERWHELMING 
MAIORITY) HAVE MADE IT INDISPUTABLE THAT BRUSSELS IS 

A THIRD REGION IN BELGIUM. DISTINCT FROM BOTH FLANDERS 
AND WALLONIA. 

C. AT THE SAME TIME RETURNS FROM 

THE CAPITALS SUBURBS SHOWED THAT THE FRANCOPHONE "COLONIZATION" 
OF NEARBY FLANDERS HAS BEEN STEMMED AND THE FRANCOPHONE 
DREAM OF A GREATER BRUSSELS IN THE HEART OF FLEMISH 
BRABANT IS ILLUSORY. 

D. THE THREE TR ANDITION AL POLITICAL PARTIES HAVE 
BEGUN TO WIN BACK THE VOTERS THEY LOST IN THE LAST 
GENERATION TO THE ONE-ISSUE LINGUISTIC PARTIES IN 
FLANDERS AND WAT .FONT A. WHICH ARE BECOMING THE VICTIMS 
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3. BUT THE TRADITIONAL PARTIES HAVE PAID A PRICE 
IN THE FORM OF THEIR EFFECTIVE DIVISION INTO AUTONOMOUS 
FLEMISH AND FRANCOPHONE SECTIONS, EACH DISTINCT IN 
LEADERSHIP, POLICY OR IENTI ATI ON AND TYPE OF POLITICAL 
FOLLOWING. THEY ARE BOUND TO MOVE YET FURTHER APART. 

7. COMMENT: BELGIUM, A SMALL COUNTRY, OFFERS ONLY A 
SAMPLER OF WESTERN EUROPEAN OPINION, BUT THE APRIL BALLOTING 
RECORDED SOME JUDGMENTS WHICH ARE WORTH NOTING IN 
ANY ASSAY OF THE CURRENT STATE OF MIND IN EUROPE. 

THESE ARE: 

INFLATION, UNEMPLOYMENT AND GENERAL ECONOMIC 
MALAISE (WHICH BELGIUM SHARES WITH MOST OF EUROPE) 

PROVED TO BE NO WINDFALL FOR THE REFORMIST LEFT. ON 
THE CONTRARY, THE PREVAILING BELGIAN REACTIION IS 
CLEARLY TO SEEK TO DRAW TOGETHER AND WORK THROUGH 
THE BAD PATCH WITH LEAST POSSIBLE UPSET. 

FOREIGN POLICY PLAYED NO ROLE WHATEVER IN THIS 
ELECTION. THE BELGIAN VOTER EITHER LIKES THE WORLD AS 
HE VIEWS IT OR FIGURES HE CAN'T DO MUCH ABOUT IT ANYHOW. 

PERSONALITIES RATHER THAN IDEAS NOW DOMINATE 
BELGIAN POLITICS. THE HIGH FINISHERS IN THE PREFERENCE- VOTE 
SWEEPSTAKES WERE POLTICIANS WITH MUCH PUBLIC EXPOSURE 
AND/OR PERSONALITIES WHICH PROJECT FORCEFULLY THROUGH 
THE INFORMATION MEDIA. 

THE EVIDENCES OF A LITTLE EUROPE MENTALITY ARE 
NOT HARD TO DISCOVER IN BELGIUM THIS SPING: CAUTION, 
CONSENSUS, DISINTEREST IN WORLD AFFAIRS, CONCENTRATION 
ON THE HERE AND NOW - AND NEVER MIND THE IMPOSSIBLE 
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DREAMS. 

RENNER 
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